This essay explores the changing role played by the idea of freedom in the fiction of Colson Whitehead. I begin by outlining some of the significations of 'freedom' within American culture before and during the period of neoliberal hegemony, placing particular emphasis on trends in the word's provenance for African Americans between the civil rights era and the time in which Whitehead is writing. I then undertake an extended comparison between Whitehead's novels Apex Hides the Hurt (2006) and The Underground Railroad (2016) . I argue that in Apex-published against the background of the Bush doctrine and the American wars in Iraq and Afghanistan-Whitehead treats freedom ironically. The novel both pursues and treats critically a postmodern aesthetics that envisages symbolic action on language as the primary ground of politics. The Underground Railroad, by contrast, inhabits an African American literary genre-the novel of slavery-that is strongly wedded to discourses of bondage and freedom. This novel, arriving a decade after Apex, shows Whitehead responding to changes in American society and culture-particularly the advent of Black Lives Matter and a growing public awareness of the implications of mass incarceration policies for African Americans-that seem to call for a more sincere reckoning with the notion of freedom. I conclude with a discussion of time in Whitehead, arguing that his distinctive engagement with temporality lies at the heart of the vision of freedom after neoliberalism offered by his fiction. 1 In his book Soul Babies, Mark Anthony Neal claims that black Americans born in the generation after civil rights are ' divorced from the nostalgia' associated with the movement and therefore able 'to engage the movement's legacy from a state of objectivity that the traditional civil rights leadership is both unwilling and incapable of doing ' (2002: 103) . While one might quibble with the word ' objectivity' in this claim, the sense of distance that those who came of age in the generation after civil rights feel from the commitments of the earlier movement is undoubtedly a feature of Whitehead's fiction. While his first and most recent novels-The Intuitionist In Apex Hides the Hurt, this haziness/ignorance/hostility is exemplified in the protagonist's sarcastic and dismissive response to the name 'Freedom'. As Richard H.
King argues in Civil Rights and the Idea of Freedom, 'the search for freedom' was 'the 1 As well as being described as post-soul (Cohn, 2009; Maus, 2014) , Whitehead has also been claimed for the competing terms post-black (Touré, 2009 ) and postrace (Saldívar, 2013) . Arguably more important than which 'post' one prefers is the fact that the civil rights era marks the origin point for understanding blackness, race, and soul in all these uses of the prefix.
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essence of the civil rights movement,' and no word has come to be more identified with the goals, attitudes, and legacy of the movement (1996: xviii). 'Freedom' offered a unifying banner, King explains, because its significations and connotations crossed religious and secular boundaries. On the religious side, as conveyed most memorably in the rhetoric of Martin Luther King, Jr., 'were two powerful and compelling stories of Underground Railroad, which inhabits an African American literary genre-the novel of slavery-that is strongly wedded to discourses of bondage and freedom.
This novel, arriving a decade after Apex, shows Whitehead responding to changes in American society and culture-particularly the advent of Black Lives Matter and a growing public awareness of the implications of mass incarceration policies for African Americans-that seem to call for a more sincere reckoning with the notion of freedom. And it is also in this novel that the question of ' after' raises its head, since
Whitehead's distinctive engagement with temporality lies at the heart of the vision of freedom after neoliberalism offered by his fiction.
The Ironies of Freedom
While 'freedom' was manifestly the keyword of the civil rights movement, it was also a highly popular term with the rising New Right of the same era. ' (1999: 309-10) . This latter strand of conservatism is generally now referred to as neoliberalism, and its ascent to power from the 1970s onwards was a precipitous one. 4 In this ascent, the 3 The scholarship on American conservatism, and its revival in the postwar era, is vast. For two influential accounts, see Schoenwald (2002) and Nash (2006) . 4 Foner's description of neoliberalism as 'libertarian' reflects a 1990s scholarly outlook that has since been questioned (Bockman, 2017) . As many critics have more recently noted, neoliberals do not argue for a blanket weakening of state power in order to free the individual; rather, they want the state's role scaled back only in certain areas-welfare provision, defence of labour rights, financial regulation-while boosted in others-law enforcement, defence of property rights, enforcement of contracts. The effect is to free corporations as much if not more than the individual. Neoliberalism is also more philosophically constructionist than classic liberalism or libertarianism: 'Part of what makes neoliberalism 'neo' is that it depicts free markets, free trade, and entrepreneurial rationality as achieved and normative, as promulgated through law and through social and economic policy-not simply as when Stokely Carmichael, chairman of the major civil rights organisation, the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), gave a speech to a rally in Greenwood, Mississippi. Released from jail only minutes before, Carmichael announced that the time had come to reject the tactic of peacefully inviting arrest that had defined the movement under the leadership of Martin Luther King. 'The only way we gonna occurring by dint of nature ' (Brown, 2006: 694, emphasis in original) . In Foucault's foundational analysis, the key development in this constructionism is the shift from the liberal conception of homo oeconomicus as a partner of exchange to a neoliberal conception of homo oeconomicus as ' an entrepreneur of himself ' (Foucault, 2008: 226) . This points to a further way to understand the neo-of neoliberalism: it signifies a combination of the nineteenth-century liberal commitment to freedom with the neoclassical economics that displaced the political economy of Smith, Ricardo, and Marx (Harvey, 2005: 20) .
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'We been saying freedom for six years and we ain't got nothin'. What we gonna start saying now is Black Power!' (qtd. in Hall, 2007: 49) . Thus began a shift in the rhetoric of the black left from 'freedom' to 'power,' with the latter term signalling a more militant and separatist political agenda for African Americans. As Daniel T.
Rodgers has observed, however, 'power' was a term that was itself beginning to shift in valence in intellectual circles during this period, with its origins, meanings, and languages becoming 'thinner, less concentrated, and more difficult to grasp ' (2011: 79) . On the neoliberal right, it was axiomatic that power had no bearing upon a 'free market' emerging out of the uncoerced preferences of individual consumers. 5 But the structuralist underpinnings of mid-century conceptions of power-where power was understood to inhere in institutions and to be wielded by certain groups against others-were also destabilized by new approaches emerging from the academic left.
The key figure here was Michel Foucault, for whom the individual was a construct of 'power/knowledge' and for whom power inhered in all actions, while being impossible to pin down using conventional categories of domination and exploitation such as class and wealth. In Foucault's work, 'freedom' was not a synonym for individual or collective emancipation but a tool of government; his latecareer lectures on the liberal tradition of governmentality (2007, 2008) foregrounded the idea of a post-Enlightenment subject governed through her freedom. As Rodgers notes, other scholars on the left objected to the slippery and diffuse quality of power and freedom in Foucault's work, the way ' each moment of apparent progress led only to new forms of unfreedom, like stairways in an Escher drawing that folded back upon themselves ' (2011: 104) . But what is clear is that under a Foucauldian 5 By contrast, 'free enterprise'-the phrase that was challenged and eventually replaced in popular discourse by 'free market'-generally signalled that the freedom to participate in the marketplace as a producer could be damaged without strong regulation to curb corporate power. The shift in the neoliberal vision of the market from emphasising the producer to emphasising the consumer is therefore crucial: one effect of this shift is that the problem of monopoly drops out of view, and companies like Standard Oil or Google no longer look in dire need of regulation. For an astute account of the importance of 'free enterprise' in the career of 1970s-era African American author Ishmael
Reed, see Donofrio (2017) .
Kelly: Freedom to Struggle 8 dispensation, 'freedom' increasingly shifted in the vocabulary of the left from a collective rallying cry to an object of scepticism, becoming associated with the false promises of a bankrupt liberal tradition.
New genealogies of freedom written during this period thus began to emphasise the embeddedness of enslavement at the root of democratic and liberal cultures (Morgan, 1975; Patterson, 1991; Foner, 1999) . The newly minted departments of Afro-American Studies and Black Studies-institutional products of the civil rights and black power movements-took up the question of American slavery with tenacity from the late 1960s onwards. While one trend was to recover the positive forms of agency possessed by enslaved persons on the antebellum plantations (Blassingame, 1972; Levine, 1977) , one of the most influential works, Eugene Genovese's Roll, Jordan, Roll, drew on Antonio Gramsci's notion of hegemony to argue that strategies of resistance to slavery in fact ' enmeshed [the slaves] in a web of paternalistic relationships which sustained the slaveholders' regime ' (1974: 594) . Combined with the impact of Foucault's anti-teleological thinking, Genovese's work contributed to a notable shift over the period from highlighting the positive historical trajectory of black American life, in earlier works such as John Hope Franklin's From Slavery to Freedom (1947) , to more pessimistic studies such as Orlando Patterson's Slavery and Social Death (1982) and Saidiya Hartman's Scenes of Subjection (1997) . This latter body of work was premised on the stark proposition that, as Hartman put it, 'the advent of freedom marked the transition from the pained and minimally sensate experience of the slave to the burdened individuality of the responsible and encumbered freed person ' (1997: 117) . This grounding claim that slavery lay at the paradoxical heart of freedom-both historically and philosophically-meant that 'freedom' took on a thoroughly ironic tenor in this scholarship. 6 While this newly sceptical questioning, on the left, of the history and meaning of freedom was in many ways salutary, its longer-term effects remain uncertain. What appears more certain is that the rising New Right of the period could all too easily abjure or ignore this tainted and ironic conception of freedom in its quest for political and cultural control. The powerful alignment of religious conservatism, neoconservatism, and neoliberalism across the 1960s and 1970s culminated in the 1980s presidency of Ronald Reagan, whose regime of tax cuts, privatization, and deregulation was twinned with attempts to roll back the legislative social gains of the left over the postwar period.
7 All of this was carried out in the name of freedom, a term Reagan used more often than any president before or since, in speeches that performed sincerity for a wide audience in an expert manner. 8 Through these performances, a stark reversal of the earlier situation described by Hayek-where the right ceded 'liberty' to the left-took place. As Foner notes, 'Reagan's years in office completed the process by which freedom, having been progressively abandoned by liberals and the left, became fully identified with conservative goals and values ' (1999: 321) . But the freedom proclaimed by the right over this period was a subtly different kind of freedom to that which had dominated public discussion during the mid-century years of the high Cold War, when 'freedom' had been 'ballasted by and contained within its complements: responsibility, destiny, justice, morality, and society' (Rodgers, 2011: 17). Reagan's version of freedom, by contrast, was ' disembodied, unmoored, imagined'; its ' deepest enemy was pessimism' rather than external constraint; it suggested 'the possibility of slipping free from limitations altogether' (Rodgers, 2011: 17, 25, 29) . This was a freedom that drew on the inspirational language and images of the counterculture alongside the neoliberal idea of the free, disembedded, spontaneously acting, and naturally self-regulating market. The market, conceived no longer as a site of domination and power but as a forum for voluntary and equal exchange, became the much-touted vehicle by which freedom could be attained and instantiated in the life of the individual.
The dominance of this new vision of the market heralded a sea change in economic policy. While in the early 1970s, Richard Nixon had remarked that 'we 7 For an insightful account of this alignment between neoliberalism and neoconservatism around opposition to the new social movements of the left, see Cooper (2017). 8 On the marketing and televisual techniques used to craft and stage Reagan's speeches as effective acts of communication, see Rodgers (2011: 28-34). are all Keynesians now,' by the 1990s, as David Harvey observes, 'both Clinton and Blair could easily have reversed Nixon's earlier statement and simply said "We are all neoliberals now" ' (2005: 13) . The politics of 'there is no alternative' underpinned the decade on both sides of the Atlantic, and while the prominence of freedom discourse in the United States did not diminish over this period, it became common for artists and intellectuals on the left to be sceptical about its provenance and cultural use. This was as much the case for African Americans as for other groups: describing freedom as ' a word that has been steadily disappearing from the political language of blacks in the west,' Paul Gilroy found himself asking 'why it seems no longer appropriate or even plausible to speculate about the freedom of the subject of black politics in overdeveloped countries ' (1994: 55) . One answer is that by the end of the century the appeal to freedom had come to look to many like little more than a cover story for a series of ideological projects, alternatively of the left and of the right. In the wake of the Cold War, the Foucauldian turn, the revisionist scholarship on slavery, and the Reagan revolution, speaking sincerely about freedom began to look impossibly naïve. 'Freedom' might still name a noble heritage, but the name had become a brand; while it continued to sound good to many ears, the suspicion for many others was that it sounded good only in the way all advertising sounds good, to the end of feeding desire with consumable and comforting notions rather than any substantial reality. Despite Gilroy's well-founded worry that giving up on freedom might prove a political error, it was irony that now seemed to be called for. It is here, at the close of the twentieth century, that Colson Whitehead enters the scene.
Freedom Hides the Struggle
All of Whitehead's male protagonists-J Sutter in John Henry Days, the nomenclature consultant in Apex, Benji in Sag Harbor, Mark Spitz in Zone One-share an ironic sensibility. 9 In each of these novels, the ironic cool of the main character is reads another, 'multicultural children skinned knees, revealing the blood beneath, the commonality of wound, they were all brothers now, and multicultural bandages were affixed to red boo-boos. United in polychromatic harmony, in injury, with our individual differences respected, eventually all healed beneath Apex. Apex Hides the Hurt' (109).
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The comic and even flippant irony in these passages comes at the expense of a ubiquitous multiculturalist discourse that Whitehead evidently sees as hiding rather than healing the present-day inequities that stem from past injustices. Yet in suggesting how we might address these injustices, the novel refuses to endorse a civil rights language of 'Freedom Now.' While the protagonist's sarcastic reaction to the name 'Freedom' can certainly be questioned by the reader, the other names on offer for the town suggest that it is the notion of 'freedom' itself being satirised, and 143), to asking himself near the end of the narrative, 'What did a slave know that we didn't? To give yourself a name is power. They will try to give you a name and tell you who you are and try to make you into something else, and that is slavery.
And to say, I Am This-that was freedom ' (206) . With an apparently new faith in the meaningfulness of language beyond its manipulative power to attain corporate ends, the protagonist finds himself imagining the effect of his new name on the inhabitants of the town:
As he fell asleep, he heard the conversations they will have. Ones that will get to the heart of this mess. The sick swollen heart of the land. They will say: I was born in Struggle. I live in Struggle and come from Struggle. I work in Struggle. We crossed the border into Struggle. Before I came to Struggle.
We found ourselves in Struggle. I will never leave Struggle. I will die in Struggle. (211) This passage has an undeniably rousing quality, and it concludes the novel's penultimate scene. But in the short final scene, the reader is brought back to more immediate realities. told that it will not happen: 'As the weeks went on and he settled into his new life, he had to admit that actually, his foot hurt more than ever' (212).
With this reminder of the stark limitations of symbolic action-the action of naming and renaming-in a world of class disparity and corporate hegemony, the novel places in ironic relief its own postmodern aesthetics, wherein action on language is conceived as the primary action a text can perform. Throughout Apex, the importance of finding the 'true' name for things has been floated as a way of getting beneath an ironic surface, and yet this notion of revealed truth is shown never to escape the ambit of marketing: 'The name was the thing itself,' we learn of the original Band-Aid bandage, ' and that was Holy Grail territory' (87). Whitehead thus suggests that when the name is the thing that is taken to matter most, we can easily overlook the material realities of class, race, privatisation, and even the bodyall of which are touched on in the brief closing scene. Acknowledging these limits to the power of naming might in turn lead the reader to question afresh the triumphant passage just a page before where the protagonist calls 'Struggle' into being. We can now see that ambiguities remain here. What, in fact, is 'the heart of this mess'?
What is 'the sick swollen heart of the land'? If Apex hides the hurt, then what-more precisely than simply 'history'-is the hurt that is being hidden?
Despite its allusions to slavery and its turn to Struggle at the finale, Apex Hides the Hides the Hurt, for instance, the protagonist finds himself pondering ' one particular issue of singular vexation that was timeless, whether it was the 1860s or the 1960s:
how to keep white folks from killing you ' (2007: 142) . 13 Yet what has changed in The Underground Railroad is that the mostly flippant and ironic tone of Apex-and of Whitehead's earlier novels more generally-has been replaced with a new tone, one for which the term 'irony'-or at least 'postmodern irony'-does not sit altogether comfortably. This change is evident in the novel's treatment of freedom, a word and concept given far more weight in Railroad than in Apex. Perhaps the most powerful instance of this new weightiness is the moment, in the penultimate chapter of the novel, when Cora's mother Mabel decides to abandon her escape from the Randall plantation and return to her daughter:
13 Many critical readings of The Intuitionist also emphasise the constant sense of threat to the protagonist Lila Mae Watson that stems from her blackness. Lauren Berlant, for instance, highlights the novel's depiction of 'the nervous system of transracial contact in the era of white supremacy ' (2008: 851) .
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On the bed of damp earth, her breathing slowed and that which separated herself from the swamp disappeared. She was free. This moment.
She had to go back. The girl was waiting on her. This would have to do for now. (2016: 294) Part of the power of this moment is that it satisfies the common intuition that freedom is a feeling, an experience or state of psychological plenitude. Moments like this are traditionally crucial to slave narratives-Frederick Douglass's reaction to his fight with the slave-master Covey is the paradigm example-because such moments are not only vivid for the reader but serve to model the kind of freedom that will flow outwards from the life of the individual protagonist into the collective future of the race. But when we put it this way, we can see that Mabel's moment works differently.
If part of its power comes from a feeling of freedom as full being, the other part comes from the reader's knowledge-since Mabel never returns to the plantation but is instead bitten and killed by a snake-that her feeling of freedom will not be shared, not with other enslaved persons and specifically not with Cora, who we already know has grown up to hate her mother for abandoning her. Because Mabel's chapter comes at the end of the novel rather than its beginning-and is folded into a text whose temporal structure seems to refuse at every turn the notion of progress-much of its power stems, in other words, from Whitehead's ironic depiction of her moment of freedom. Yet the irony here is no longer rhetorical, cynical, or postmodern; it is structural, dramatic, and tragic. While Mabel's moment of freedom is not directly shared with any other characters in The Underground Railroad, it nevertheless resonates outwards, not only through the novel's aesthetic infrastructure but also in analogy with the infrastructural project within it, the incredible sequence of underground tunnels built by the work of black hands. Reflecting on the grand and mysterious construction of this network, Cora compares it to the labour of cotton-picking in the fields, labour of which the slave could never be proud because it had been 'stolen from them. Bled from them ' (2016: 68) . Embodied in the railroad itself, therefore, is another vision of freedom in The Underground Railroad: the utopian vision of free and unalienated productive activity in the Marxist sense. This form of free activity is not the overcoming of struggle-after all, building an underground railroad in secret must be no easy task, either physically or mentally-and yet freedom lies in recognizing oneself in the means and ends of the task undertaken. 'Who are you after you finish something this magnificent,' Cora wonders to herself towards the novel's end, 'in constructing it you have also journeyed through it, to the other side ' (303-304) . This ' other side' is clearly meant both literally and figuratively, with the figure standing most obviously for the other side of oneself. But it is also a figure, I want to argue, for a wholly other way of life connected to a wholly other mode of production; this gesture towards a utopian future takes Whitehead's novel beyond even the ' quietly radical' concern with positive freedom praised by Lucas in his review.
Whereas Marx (1978: 70-81 ) placed free productive activity in opposition to wage labour under capitalism, the slave remains a further stage removed from such freedom, existing in the capitalist relation as property rather than as the owner of her own labour power. As a result, the journey to self-ownership as well as property ownership has typically been a crucial trope of the slave narrative and novel of slavery.
14 This trope emerges at various points in The Underground Railroad as a goal for figures like Cora and her grandmother Ajarry. 15 Nevertheless, the novel also appears at other moments to question whether self-ownership-with its assumption that the language and practice of property rights mark a natural state of autonomous being rather than acting as a support for the capitalist system-should constitute the horizon of possibility for the enslaved person. 16 It is notable that Mabel's moment of 14 The theme is prominent, for instance, Morrison's Beloved (1987). 15 'She owned herself for a few hours every week was how she looked at it,' Ajarry reflects as she tends to her small plot of land and 'glare[s] at anyone planning incursions on her territory ' (2016: 12) . 16 This is not to suggest that the move from slavery to self-ownership does not constitute a significant amelioration in the life of a formerly enslaved person. It is simply to take seriously the historical point-made by Afro-pessimists like Hartman and scholars of the 'new history of capitalism' like Beckert-that the continued thriving of capitalism in the nineteenth century was enabled by the absorption of enslaved persons into the system of wage labour and surplus value. The ambiguity of Kelly: Freedom to Struggle 22 freedom, for instance, is not conveyed as a moment of autonomous self-ownership, but as a moment of inseparability from nature, when 'that which separated herself from the swamp disappeared ' (2016: 294) . Elsewhere, in the Indiana section, the notion that the black community might be able to move directly from enslavement to a form of utopian socialism is floated in the many debates held on the Valentine farm concerning the future of black freedom. Yet it is also here that the inescapability of the capitalist system asserts itself most tellingly. Not only is the connection between the farm and the surrounding white community mediated through the market-'Half the white stores depended on [the farm's] patronage; Valentine residents filled the squares and Sunday markets to sell their crafts' (265)-but the farm's operations are shown to be dependent on a broader financial world: 'John Valentine wanted to take advantage of the big harvest to renegotiate their loan' (248).
Moreover, The Underground Railroad shows this capitalist world to be fully global, and to be underpinned by the cotton trade. Terrance Randall, the owner of Cora's plantation, 'made new contacts in New Orleans, shook hands with speculators backed by the Bank of England. The money came in as never before. Europe was famished for cotton and needed to be fed, bale by bale ' (2016: 13) . Cotton connects all the characters in the novel: not only masters and slaves, but also professionals such as Cora's racially enlightened employer in South Carolina, Mr. Anderson, who as a lawyer 'worked on contracts, primarily in the cotton trade' (87). 'Cotton had made him a slave, too,' Cora thinks to herself at one point (108). Cora's own first feeling of freedom in South Carolina is the 'thrill'-darkly ironic for the reader-of wearing a cotton dress (88). 'As with everything in the south, it started with cotton,' reads a later passage. 'The ruthless engine of cotton required its fuel of African bodies. Crisscrossing the ocean, ships brought bodies to work the land and to breed more bodies' (161). In these passages, Whitehead is entering a debate that, according to Manisha Sinha, 'still shapes southern and U.S. history: Were slavery and the antebellum South capitalist, precapitalist, or even anticapitalist? ' (2004: 6) . The position the novel takes in this the word ' own' is significant here, as it provides the means through which a capacity to freely lead one's life becomes conflated with the logic of property ownership. debate seems very clear. 17 Indeed, Whitehead's emphasis on the crucial role of the capitalist ' empire of cotton' (Beckert 2014) in the advent and maintenance of slavery is evident from as early as the opening scene of the novel.
The Underground Railroad begins with the story of Ajarry, Cora's grandmother, a choice that situates the reader not in America but on the African Slave Coast.
These opening paragraphs adopt a matter-of-fact narrative tone that highlights the economic underpinnings of the vast global network that allowed (and allows) for the circulation of property and people, and people as property. On her journey to the port, Cora's grandmother was, the reader is told, 'sold a few times' for shells and beads, 'was part of a bulk purchase' for rum and gunpowder, a trajectory that makes
' an individual accounting difficult ' (2016: 3) . Following this initial sale, we hear that The novel even goes so far as to suggest in certain passages that white supremacy itself is driven primarily by financial considerations. For instance, the most racist of the states depicted is North
Carolina, but the argument put forward at the state council for adopting its tyrannical new race laws is explicitly economic: 'A financial reckoning was inevitable, but come the approaching conflict over the race question, North Carolina would emerge in the most advantageous position of all the slave states ' (2016: 165) .
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village told her that when her father couldn't keep the pace of the long march, the slavers stove in his head and left his body by the trail' (3)-but this ' accounting' too is quite unadorned. Where Beloved was driven by 'unspeakable thoughts, unspoken' (Morrison 1988: 199) , in The Underground Railroad everything can be spoken in the language of the market, something that serves to bring out the horror and alienation of social relations all the more forcefully.
As Ajarry adapts to her new life in the US South, she internalises the market conception of her value, and learns to manipulate it as best she can. 'Ajarry made a science of her own black body and accumulated observations,' the reader is told. 'Each thing had a value and as the value changed, everything else changed also ' (2016: 6) .
In response to the dominance of value by economic factors-'If you were a thing-a cart or a horse or a slave-your value determined your possibilities. She minded her place' (7)-Ajarry becomes what Jane Elliott calls a 'suffering agent': rather than her oppression serving as a total restriction on her agency, her brief narrative shows her as a person for whom ' choice is experienced as a curse without simultaneously becoming a farce ' (2013: 84) . This quality of suffering agency-for Elliott, a recurring mode in the representation of neoliberal personhood as human capital-is likewise present in Cora's own journey throughout the remainder of the novel. 18 For instance, when Cora and Caesar are about to take the railroad for the first time, the railroad agent presents them with the choice of taking the coming train or the one after, simply saying 'It's up to you ' (2016: 68) . Since the fugitives and the reader never learn what the consequence of taking the other train would have been, the effect is simply to add to Cora's sense of burdened agency and responsibility. In an earlier scene, Cora and Caesar likewise imagine themselves responsible for the capture of their fellow fugitive, Lovey: 'They didn't speak for hours. From the trunk of their scheme, choices and decisions sprouted like branches and shoots' (60). In Beloved, the tree on Sethe's back became a symbol of her pain and her possible redemption through organic healing. In The Underground Railroad, by contrast, we have the 18 For an outline of human capital theory, see Becker (1962 ), Foucault (2008 : 219-33), and Feher (2009 decision tree, a neoliberal figure that imagines the chooser as abstractly responsible for all the consequences of their actions, since the calculation of risk is axiomatically understood to be within the province of the rational subject.
In importing the language of a present-day 'market-political rationality' (Brown, 2006: 691) (2004a and 2004b) . 23 For an analysis of the speculative elements of the novel, see Dischinger (2017) . 24 The consistency with Whitehead's earliest fiction can be glimpsed with reference to Ramon Saldívar's comment on The Intuitionist: '[p] oised between irony and sincerity, the metaphor of vertical transport drives the narrative up and down between the narratival levels of the naturalistic protest novel of race and the metafictional postmodern imaginative novel of ideas ' (2013: 8) . For an account of The Underground Railroad that stresses the book's difference from Whitehead's earlier fiction, thus complementing my own approach, see Konstantinou (2017) . the author's understanding of economic shifts rooted in 'the neoliberal revolutions of the Reagan/Thatcher era ' (2017: 117-18) . For Mathias Nilges, by contrast, Whitehead's fiction explores history and time through 'forms of discontinuity and non-contemporaneity that arise […] out of the temporal dimension of racism and racialization ' (2015: 372-73) . The dichotomy between class and race that we saw introduced in Wilson's work of the 1970s is here re-constituted in the critical terrain around Whitehead. Against this background, The Underground Railroad can be understood to refuse the choice between a racial analysis and an economic one. By working within the novel of slavery, Whitehead heightens his engagement with race by addressing black American experience through its most prestigious literary genre.
This move has been warmly received, as demonstrated by the novel winning both the National Book Award and the Pulitzer Prize and being selected for the Oprah Winfrey Book Club. But Whitehead also brings to the novel of slavery a fresh attention to economic concerns, importing into the literary canon the insights of a recent wave of scholarship on the interweaving of global capitalism and global slavery (Baptist, 2013; Johnson, 2013; Beckert, 2014) . Conversely, to this scholarship Whitehead brings the insistence that capitalism continues to produce forms of unfreedom that frustrate any chronological or linear historical account, since the accession to self-and propertyownership that traditionally marks the advent of freedom from slavery is shown to lead only to new forms of unfreedom. Neoliberal thought, which ties human freedom more explicitly than ever before to economic structures, becomes a lens with which we can view the underpinning economic truths of earlier periods. Freedom after neoliberalism, from this vantage point, begins to look possible only as freedom after capitalism. Under cover of the novel of slavery, Whitehead has written his most Marxist novel yet and one of the most Marxist novels in the mainstream literary landscape. The enthusiastic embrace of The Underground Railroad by the cultural establishment thus suggests something potentially very interesting about the fragility of both narrowly neoliberal and broadly capitalist freedoms in our present day.
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